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Summary 
 
   SMEs form the backbone of any emerging market. In a state of intense competition, it becomes 
even more important for any business to differentiate their offering from that of the competitor’s. 
For SMEs to do so, ‘Brand building' can be used as an effective tool to boost their competitive 
advantage and ensure their survival in the long term amidst the limited resources. The aim of this 
research is to explore how branding is undertaken in SMEs with a focus on Indian retail market. The 
study focusses on the following main questions; How important is brand building considered in an 
SME? Is the entrepreneur conscious of incorporating brand building/ brand communication strategy 
into their activities? What are SMEs doing to enhance their brand equity? And what practical 
strategy of brand building and brand management should be applied by SMEs in India? 
 
This research paper followed a qualitative approach by studying multiple cases of four firms 
(Nezone Biscuits, Aakriti Art Creations, Tops, and Nicobar) involved in consumer goods 
manufacturing in India. Primary data was collected through face to face interviews and a simple 
analysis of online channels of communication provided further insight about branding activities. 
A framework was developed by the author based on the existing literature review which was later 
used to analyze the cases. Below is an overview of the interview analysis: 
  
 
 
 
As will be illustrated by the study, brand building was not always a conscious decision on part of the 
owner. However, they did acknowledge its importance and having a strong brand did bear positive 
results for the firms in review. Focusing on niche markets and making use of innovative ideas, such 
as strong associations or collaboration with other brands, and finding clever ways of communication 
while keeping the cost low can be considered the answer to enhancing the brand. 
However, the findings from this study should be generalized for all SMEs with caution as the brand 
strategy should be altered keeping in mind the industry, nature of business and/ or target market. 
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CHAPTER 1. INTRODUCTION 
 
The emerging markets all around the globe are witnessing rapid growth. In 2017, East and South 
Asia accounted for nearly half of global growth, as both regions continue to expand at a rapid pace 
(UN report, 2018). 
This is increasing the customer's purchasing power, while at the same time increasing the 
complexity of the marketing environment along with the speed of market change. There are a 
number of product choices at the disposal of the consumer, available through numerous channels, 
and now in the internet era, with information only a click away, the digital platform is empowering 
them further. All these changes are resulting in a very informed consumer and catering to their needs 
in such a competitive environment requires a well thought out strategy and a change in the way of 
doing business. Businesses are understanding that offering a good product in itself is not enough- 
they need to offer a distinct value. They want to influence consumers to buy their product instead of 
their competitor's and in order to do so, they need to differentiate themselves.  
 
SMEs represent a sector of growing importance and play an important role in the growth of 
emerging nations especially with regards to creating employment, enhancing competition and 
driving economic development. 
According to World Bank Report (2016), SMEs also play an increasingly important role in 
addressing urgent development challenges, in particular, those related to sustainability and service 
delivery. 
Another report by The Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD, 2017) 
emphasizes the contribution of SMEs to innovation. It explains how income growth, has created 
more demand in niche markets and changing technologies along with the capability of the SME to 
quickly respond to market changes have enabled SMEs to strengthen their comparative advantages 
while reducing the structural disadvantages arising from resource constraints. 
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India's economy too has been growing at a fast pace, and its social and economic structure, like other 
countries, has paved the way for businesses to behave, create brands and the way consumers relate to 
them. India is not one single market but as Kishore Biyani
1
, a successful retailer says, a "mass of 
niches". Irrespective of the growing importance of SMEs, a major portion of the industry is 
commoditized. In such a competitive market, the success of a product is still largely dependent on 
brand recall and word of mouth.  
 
The myriad of options that exist for every product in the market creates a situation where a product 
can easily lose its identity amidst the clutter of brands. In this context, ‘Branding' plays a vital role in 
boosting the competitive advantage of SMEs and ensure their survival in the long term.  
 
In the present scenario, SMEs involved in the manufacturing of consumer goods are subject to 
higher competition and should use branding appropriately to convey their uniqueness and leverage it 
as their competitive advantage (Srivastava and Shocker, 1991).  
 
One of the reasons for selecting this research topic is because while there is a huge opportunity for 
small businesses to use branding for their business growth and development, the majority of Indian 
SMEs do not have a clear positioning, nor a medium-long-term strategy of building brands. In 2006, 
Verdict
2 
showed that a staggering 96.9% of retail expenditure in Indian households is through street 
markets and small mom and pop shops (Kiranas). They are the kind of small businesses that know a 
brand is important in a company but do not see themselves as a brand. Or in some cases, even when 
they know, they might not necessarily incorporate brand building activities in their strategy and 
routine tasks. They might not see the long-term benefits that branding could reap in future and might 
think that it is only for big companies with more resources (Merriless, 2007). 
 
                                            
1 Raison, Max. Brands and Branding, The Economist, 2009 
2 www.verdict.com 
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So far, the previous researches on branding have been more focused on large organizations, this 
study will focus on branding for SMEs in emerging markets, taking India as the country of context. 
 
SECTION 1. Research Objective and Research Questions 
 
This research aims to explore how branding is implemented in SMEs in India.  
Firstly, the study will examine the understanding of brand management among the owners of SMEs 
and how important brand building is perceived for business growth and development. With this, the 
research will proceed to investigate how the SMEs in India create their brand identity, what practices 
of brand management are carried out and considered suitable for the retail sector.  
In the end, the study will provide insight and tips as to how entrepreneurs can manage their brands 
more efficiently.  
 
In order to meet the objectives stated above, the research will focus on the following questions: 
 
1. How important is brand building is considered in an SME? Is the entrepreneur conscious of 
incorporating brand building/ brand communication strategy into their activities?   
2. What are SMEs doing to enhance their brand equity? 
3. What practical strategy of brand building and brand management should be applied by SMEs in 
India? 
 
To investigate the research question, the concept of branding and brand management is first 
discussed briefly. The literature review then goes onto throw light upon the role of brand 
management in SMEs and discuss the challenges faced by them with respect to branding. The study 
will then talk about what the existing literature has to say about the process of brand building in 
SMEs, based on which a framework will be developed. The methodology is then explained, 
followed by the findings and analysis of the interviews using the framework. Finally, the 
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conclusions are drawn with a discussion about the implications of findings for entrepreneurs and 
researchers. 
 
SECTION 2. Limitations 
 
As mentioned in the introduction, not much research has been done in the area of branding 
in SMEs. Therefore, the very first limitation of this research is that it lacks theoretical rigor from the 
perspective of researchers. 
Also, since the study has undertaken case studies of only four SMEs, the findings cannot be 
considered representative of all SMEs. Furthermore, all the SMEs were involved in consumer good 
manufacturing and therefore there might be some limitations in generalizing the findings to other 
businesses. 
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CHAPTER 2. LITERATURE REVIEW 
 
This chapter starts by defining an SME in context of India and what role it plays in the Indian 
economy. This is to provide a general backdrop of the Indian setting. The chapter then proceeds to 
discuss theories and important concepts about branding with a focus on brand equity, and what role 
branding plays for a consumer and for a firm and the challenges of building a brand for an SME. 
Building on this insight, this section will further explain the existing theories on how to deal with 
branding in an SME.  
 
SECTION 1. DEFINITION OF SME 
 
The definition of small and medium enterprises (SMEs) varies from country to country in 
terms of the number of employees and/or value of the capital investment and sales. 
 
In India, according to the provisions of Micro, Small & Medium Enterprises Development 
(MSMED) Act, 2006 the Micro, Small and Medium Enterprises (MSME) are classified into two 
categories: 
 
1. Manufacturing Enterprises- These enterprises are engaged in the manufacture or production of 
goods or employing plant and machinery in the process of value addition to the final product having 
a distinct name or character or use. A manufacturing enterprise is defined in terms of investment in 
Plant & Machinery. 
 
2. Service Enterprises- The enterprises engaged in providing or rendering of services and are defined 
in terms of investment in equipment are service enterprises. 
The limit for investment in plant and machinery/equipment for manufacturing/service enterprises, 
are as under: 
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(As Per Micro, Small & Medium Enterprises Development (MSMED) Act, 2006) 
Manufacturing Enterprises - Investment in Plant & Machinery  
Description  INR  USD($)  
Micro Enterprises  Up to Rs. 25 Lakh
3
 Up to $ 62,500  
Small Enterprises  
above Rs. 25 Lakh & up to Rs. 5 
Crore
4
  
above $ 62,500 & up to $ 1.25 
million 
Medium Enterprises 
above Rs. 5 Crore & up to Rs. 10 
Crore  
above $ 1.25 million & up to $ 2.5 
million  
 
Service Enterprises – Investment in Equipment  
Description  INR  USD($)  
Micro Enterprises  Up to Rs. 10 Lakh Up to $ 25,000 
Small Enterprises  
above Rs. 10 Lakh & up to 
Rs. 2 Crore  
above $ 25,000 & up to $ 0.5 
million 
Medium Enterprises 
above Rs. 2 Crore & up to 
Rs. 5 Crore  
above $ 0.5 million & up to 
$ 1.5 million  
 
 
 
                                            
3 Lakh represents one hundred thousand 
4 Crore represents ten million 
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SECTION 2. IMPORTANCE OF SMEs IN INDIA 
 
The Small-and-medium enterprises (SMEs), which are regarded as the backbone of Indian 
economy, have repeatedly shown their resilience even in a day and age when businesses are facing 
all kinds of uncertainties due to the ups and downs of the market and government policies. 
 
The MSME (Micro, small and medium enterprise) development plays a crucial role in India’s 
economic growth. There are 29.8 million
5
 enterprises in various industries, employing 69 million 
people. The sector includes 2.2 million women-led enterprises (~7.4 percent
6
) and ~15.4 million 
rural enterprises (51.8 percent
7
). According to the Confederation of Indian Industry, MSMEs 
contribute around 6.11% of the manufacturing GDP and 24.63% of the GDP from service activities. 
They have been able to provide employment to around 120 million people and the sector has 
consistently maintained a growth rate of over 10%. However, due to the intrinsic nature of SMEs, 
they face a number of challenges. Some of the limitations include a lack of management skills of 
entrepreneurs, limited financial resources, no strategic long-term vision and a shortage of 
experienced staff (Southiseng & Walsh, 2010). 
 
SECTION 3. WHAT IS BRANDING? 
 
A brand has numerous definitions, depending upon the perspective it is being viewed from. 
The word brand originates from the Old Norse ‘brandr’, meaning to burn. In old times, the cattle 
used to be marked by burnt word to indicate their ownership to a particular ranch to differentiate 
from other traders. 
 
                                            
5 Ministry of Micro, Small and Medium Enterprise, Government of India estimates the population of 
Micro, Small and Medium Enterprises in India to be 29.8 Million; the sector may also have a larger 
number of micro livelihood enterprises, estimated to be ~20-25 Million in number 
6 MSME Census, Ministry of MSME, Annual Report, 2009-10  
7 MSME Census, Ministry of MSME, Annual Report, 2009-10 
  8 
The Oxford American Dictionary (1980) defines ‘brand’ as: 
 
Brand (noun): a trademark, goods of a particular make, a mark of identification made with a hot iron, 
the iron used for this: a piece of burning or charred wood, (verb): to mark with a hot iron, or to label 
with a trademark. 
 
The American Marketing Association (AMA) defines brand as: 
 
“name, term, sign, symbol, or design, or a combination of them, intended to identify the goods and 
services of one seller or group of sellers and to differentiate them from those of competition.” 
 
The difference in the two definitions illuminates how the use of word ‘brand’ has evolved and has 
become more of a commercial application now. It has evolved from being simply “a label or name 
of products” to the modern brand, which has a distinct value of its own. The importance of building 
a brand as a competitive marketing tool has increased immensely over time.  
 
KEY ELEMENTS 
 
According to the AMA definition, a name, logo, symbol, package design, or other characteristics 
that identify a product and distinguishes it from others are the essential components to creating a 
brand, or as Keller calls them, ‘brand elements’ (Keller, 2012). The name, unlike other elements, 
should not be changed. 
Different elements have different advantages, and depending upon the goal, marketers may use a 
combination or all of the elements. 
 
In order to have a comprehensive understanding of branding, it is important to understand the 
meaning of the terminologies that are often associated with it.   
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Brand Equity 
Keller (2012) defines brand equity as “the added value a product accrues as a result of past 
investments in the marketing activity of the brand”. 
A strong brand equity is expected to facilitate a more predictable revenue stream, making it possible 
for the business owner to plan and manage business development with greater confidence. 
In fact, brand equity is now considered a key asset, recognized not just by owners but investors as 
well. A strong brand equity helps attract loyal customers to return at regular intervals whilst 
allowing for premium pricing. This makes brand equity a highly desirable asset and it then comes as 
no surprise that much of the merger and acquisition activity these days involve the brand owning 
business. 
 
Another study by Aaker (1991) argues that one of the most important value, brand equity gives to 
the company, is that it provides entry barriers for competitors. His model points the below concepts 
as most important in generating brand equity: 
 Brand awareness 
 Brand associations 
 Brand loyalty  
These concepts are briefly discussed to gain more insight about brand equity and how they help 
businesses enhance their brand. These concepts will also be used as the basis for developing the 
framework to understand how a brand is built. 
 
Brand Awareness 
Aaker (1991) defines ‘brand awareness’ as “the customer’s ability to identify the brand under 
different conditions”. In order to create brand awareness, a product needs an identity so that 
whenever a consumer is making a purchase, he/she considers the brand to be acceptable of satisfying 
their need. A higher level of awareness affects the customers’ buying decision as the more a 
customer is familiar with a brand, the more likely he/she is to recall it and may even develop a liking 
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for it, which Aaker (1991) argues is “considered a symbol of commitment”, and if done effectively, 
could generate brand equity. 
 
Brand Associations 
Every time a customer interacts with a brand, he/she links it with several thoughts and feelings. They 
could be product features, related benefits, beliefs or even the overall experience. The more the 
brand attributes and information are felt to be relevant, the more a person is convinced that the brand 
is capable of fulfilling his/her needs and wants. It is these associations that a person will later recall 
and will enable him/her to form a perception/ create a positive attitude about the brand. We can, 
hence, safely imply that these ‘associations’ have some sort of power or strength in influencing a 
customer’s thinking process by giving them a reason-to-buy.  
 
Brand Loyalty 
Attaining brand loyalty is an imperative goal for any business. Not only is acquiring new customers 
much more expensive than retaining existing valuable ones, loyal customers also help attract new 
customers through awareness and help the business develop a relatively predictable revenue stream 
along with the time to respond to changes in the market situation.  
 
SECTION 4. IMPORTANCE OF BRAND  
 
A strong brand refers to a brand with a positive brand equity. In other words, when consumers 
identify it, they respond more positively. If a brand delivers on what it promises, is consistent, 
continues to innovate and add value for the customer, customers will reward it with their loyalty, 
even at a premium price, and even their respect and affection. (Rita Clifton, Brands and Branding) 
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So far, we have talked about how a strong brand can help companies grow their business and enjoy 
several other marketing advantages but why is it important to the customer? This section highlights 
the importance of branding from the two different perspectives; of the customer and that of the firms. 
 
For the customer: 
Keller (2012) argues that brand helps any customer to lower their economic costs in terms of how 
much they have to think and how much they have to look around to search for a product or service 
that meets their needs. In the global world of today, where free trade policies have presented 
customers with a wide array of options for making any purchase, it has at the same time increased 
the difficulty of judging and understanding the product- its functionalities, benefits, and quality. 
Brands can help reduce the risks in making purchase decisions. Keller (2012) observes that 
consumers face the risks listed below whenever buying or consuming a product: 
 
• Functional risk: The product does not perform up to expectations. 
• Physical risk: The product poses a threat to the physical well-being or health of the user or others. 
• Financial risk: The product is not worth the price paid. 
• Social risk: The product results in embarrassment from others. 
• Psychological risk: The product affects the mental well-being of the user. 
• Time risk: The failure of the product results in an opportunity cost of finding another satisfactory 
product. 
 
By buying well-known brands, or the ones with which customers have had good experiences in past, 
can certainly help them handle such risks. If the customers are already aware of a particular brand- 
its quality, product characteristics, etc., they do not have to engage in a lot of thought process to 
make a purchase decision. Their past experiences with the brand help them form some reasonable 
assumptions, assign responsibility to a particular manufacturer and decide which brands satisfy their 
needs and which ones do not (Keller, 2012).  
  12 
 
Apart from functional and economic benefits, a brand also offers psychological benefits to the 
customer, which might be even more important than functional benefits to some customers. The 
more a brand is personally relevant to a customer, the more it helps them project their personality 
through it. Sometimes, brands are associated with certain type of people or influencers, and hence 
depict a different set of values or characteristics. Their followers then would also want to consume 
these brands because it represents the kind of person they are or want to be. 
 
In summary, to consumers, brands have a personal meaning which makes their experience with it so 
unique. Even an identical product may mean two very different things to different customers 
depending upon what that brand means to them.  
 
For the Firm: 
Brand plays a very important role for firms by providing them with a number of valuable functions 
(Leslie de Chernatony and Gil McWilliam, 1989). 
 
A strong brand is a symbol of quality which helps keep existing customers loyal while attracting 
new customers (Tülin Erdem and Joffre Swait, 1998).  This helps firms foresee the revenue stream 
as happy customers will continuously buy the product from them even at a premium price, rather 
than change their choice. This, increases the firm’s profits, with an enhanced market share which in 
turn builds the reputation of the brand. This also creates barriers to entry making it difficult for new 
players to enter the market. 
 
Having a strong brand also helps the firm experiment with new products with relatively less risk. A 
loyal customer is more likely to try out new products introduced by the company. 
On the other hand, if a new product damages the brand image once, the effect might roll over to 
other existing products as well and it becomes very difficult to change it. 
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Establishing a brand also offers legal protection for unique features or aspects of the product. (Keller, 
2012). The owner can protect the brand name through trademarks, the packaging through copyrights 
which ensures that the firm can invest in the brand and reap benefits for a long time. 
Even though manufacturing processes and product designs may be easily duplicated, it is the years 
of marketing, promotional and branding activities that create a lasting impression in the minds of 
customers and is not easily duplicated. This is why branding is seen as a powerful means to achieve 
a competitive advantage. 
 
SECTION 5. CHALLENGES FACED  
 
It is often easier to look at all the opportunities brand building presents for SMEs, but what is 
also equally important is to understand the obstacles that arise during the process of building or 
managing a brand. Apprehending them will enable us to watch out for them early on and might even 
help SMEs avoid them. 
 
The following section will list down some of the most common challenges with branding that SMEs 
face as identified by existing literature. 
 
Narrow Interpretation of Brand Management 
According to Krake (2005), owners are the ones who are “the focal point of branding activities” but 
in reality, most owners and managers do not even comprehend the concept of brand building and 
management. He also indicates that SMEs are still at their infancy in the market. 
In fact, small businesses, such as local mom and pop shops and/or grocery stores, may even fail to 
recognize that they are a brand (Merrilees, 2007). And while some may recognize it, they may not 
see it as the most important aspect. 
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Brand management, is often restricted to advertising activities, such as on the television, or in print 
from the point of view of the owners. Instead, word-of-mouth and personal selling is considered a 
vital part of branding and marketing activities of small firms as it helps them to build their reputation 
and attract customers (Wong, H. Y. and Merrilees, B., 2005). 
 
Lack of Resource and Time 
Another very common issue SMEs face is the limited availability of financial resources and time to 
carry out branding activities (Wong and Merrilees, 2005). Branding is still viewed more as a ‘cost’ 
than an ‘investment’. These limitations, then force owners and managers to focus on the short-term 
profitability goals, such as what needs to be done in order to accomplish the daily tasks and acquire 
more revenue in the short term. However, this can become a barrier for the companies in developing 
a long-term branding strategy, and consequently affects the long-term business strategy (Wong and 
Merrilees, 2005). 
 
Another study by researchers bring to light, the lack of a brand management professional as a key 
issue for SMEs (Boatwright, P., Cagan, J., Kapur, D. and Saltiel, A., 2009).  
They argue, that the challenge that young and small companies alike face is how to create a brand 
identity that not only meets existing and future customer needs, but can also be consistent with 
product characteristics at the same time. Though, owners fall short on delivering this goal because 
they lack the professional brand management skills to be able to link customer needs to their brands 
and products, and convey it in a way customers can relate to the company. (Boatwright, P., Cagan, J., 
Kapur, D. and Saltiel, A., 2009). 
 
Immense Competition 
Another big challenge for SMEs is the increasing numbers of competitors which makes it even more 
difficult to communicate a distinct identity to the customers. Further, the owner or managers become 
so busy trying to survive in the market, amidst the new and desperate competitors who take more 
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risky approaches or copy what has already been successful in the past, that it disrupts the dynamics 
of the company making it even harder to focus on brand building activities. 
 
SECTION 6. BRAND BUILDING IN SMES 
 
Branding is generally considered to be a function of big organizations at large (Keller, 1999), 
as they require substantial investment in media communications and management practices (Aaker, 
1991). Branding is not considered a priority in SMEs primarily due to their innate nature, meaning 
limited financial resources and hence less of a visible impact (Wong, and Merrilees, 2005). 
 
Despite such resource constraints, small firms can opt to do things differently and leverage their 
resources to innovate and to achieve competitive advantage. 
This section will talk about the process SME’s can follow to build their brand equity amidst limited 
resources based on the author’s observations and the existing literature. 
 
1. Have a visionary entrepreneur: 
As advocated by De Chernatony (2001), visionary management should be the starting-point to 
strategic brand building in an organization. In SMEs, entrepreneurs are the visionary individuals 
who become the focal point for brand building (Krake, 2005). And hence, there should be a direct 
link between the entrepreneur’s character and values he believes in and the brand he wants to brand. 
It is also important for the entrepreneur to have a long term-orientation. Developing a strong brand 
takes consistent effort over a long period of time and focusing on short-term profits might come in 
the way of it. 
 
2. Get recognized by focusing on a specific niche (Increase brand awareness): 
This step talks about increasing brand awareness by targeting a niche market (Simon, 2007). 
Focusing on a specific niche can enable SMEs to dominate their carefully defined market by doing 
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things differently. It could be in terms of product, channel or geographic scope while at the same 
time limiting investment requirements. This highly focused strategy also enables them to develop 
remarkable efficiencies (Duran et al., 2016) that support their competitive advantage in relation to 
customized service (Miller and Le Breton-Miller, 2005) and ensures their high reliability among 
customers and cost-competitiveness.  
 
3. Leverage associations to achieve ‘distinctiveness’: 
Keller (1993) suggests that SMEs build upon their brand equity through brand associations. Other 
researchers too, have stressed about the importance of brand associations as they can positively 
influence consumer choice, preferences and also purchase decision (Park and Srinivasan, 1994; Yoo 
et al., 2000).   
 
These associations should be directly linked to the needs of the customers, either functional 
(fulfilling a need or solving a problem) or psychological/ symbolic (fulfilling the need of self- 
enhancement) for the customers to be able to personally relate themselves to the brand (Park et al., 
1986; Roth, 1992; De Chernatony et al., 2000). These could be a direct association with the brand 
and/or secondary associations such as country of origin, a certain lifestyle, or even social 
responsibility. Since entrepreneurs play a fundamental role in conveying the identity of the brand, 
the associations should not only represent the customer needs but also reflect the personality of the 
entrepreneur.  
 
In another study done by Krake (2005), it was suggested that SMEs should not have more than 1-2 
brand’s main associations. Some other papers stated, that the product should be an integral part of 
the brand. This was reinforced by Wong and Merrilees, (2005, p. 157) who talked about how a brand 
could achieve “distinctiveness” by making “distinctive products/services or any other marketing 
activities (such as distribution)”. 
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4. Increase brand loyalty by cultivating customer relationships: 
Niche strategy not only helps increasing awareness but also helps businesses to stay connected with 
their customers. Engaging with customers regularly and providing them service beyond their 
expectations helps bring in repeat customers, which builds brand loyalty.  
Maintaining close relationships with existing customers to whom they provide ongoing products and 
services can help firms earn publicity through Word of Mouth Marketing (WOMM). A study by 
Alignable, as reported by the online magazine Entrepreneur shows that 85 percent of the 7,500 small 
business owners surveyed believed that word-of-mouth referrals was the best way to acquire 
customers
8
. 
 
Based on the above observations, the following framework has been developed which will be used 
to analyze the cases and find the answer to the questions: 
1. How important is brand building is considered in an SME? Is the entrepreneur conscious of 
incorporating brand building/ brand communication strategy into their activities?   
2. How can SMEs gain brand awareness with limited resources?  
3. What kind of associations, if any, is used by SMEs to achieve distinctiveness? 
2. How can SMEs capture new customers and secure customer loyalty? 
 
 
                                            
8 https://www.entrepreneur.com/article/302229 
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Achieve brand loyalty 
WOMM 
Leverage associations to achieve 'Distinctiveness' 
Differentiated product offering Functional and psychological benefits 
Increase awareness by niche focus  
Competitive advantage Limited investment 
Visionary Entrepreneur 
Entrepreneur's character and values Long-term orientation 
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CHAPTER 3. RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 
 
This research paper will follow a qualitative approach by studying multiple case studies to gain 
insights about SME branding. The contrast and diversity of the cases will help understand the 
behavior rather than measure it. This methodology has also been used by other SME branding 
studies (Wong and Merrilees, 2005; Krake, 2005; Mowle and Merrilees, 2005) in the past. 
 
Firms in the consumer goods sectors were specifically targeted because for the firm’s survival in 
such an industry together with the length of operations, powerful strategies had to be used. This 
provides legitimacy and can also be used as a benchmark for other firms.  
 
Four companies were selected based on the above criteria. Respondents were one micro-sized, one 
small-sized and two medium-sized companies in the biscuits and snack food, handicrafts, leather 
belts and clothing manufacturing. These firms are small players in a highly competitive environment 
where their counterparts are often multinational companies. Two firms have their own retail 
operations while the other two primarily sell through distributors and retailers.  
 
Since this study follows an exploratory method of research, the primary data regarding the 
companies and their branding strategy was collected in the form of face-to-face interviews with the 
owner or the marketing/brand manager of each company. 
 
A part of this research’s objective is to understand how brand building is perceived within the SMEs, 
why or why not the company followed a particular path. Thus, the interviews were open-ended to 
give the respondents the space to explain and elaborate their answers in a more descriptive way than 
what would be possible with a quantitative method.  
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Interview questions included: asking about the origins of the brand and the company, the owner’s 
and company’s core values, what differentiated their offering, how they gained awareness, the 
challenges the company faced and the company’s mid to long term strategy. The interviews lasted 
between one and two hours and were recorded for memo purposes. 
 
A more extensive description of the companies is summarized in Table 1. 
 
Company Sector Investment in P&M Number of 
Employees 
(approximate) 
Nezone Biscuits Biscuits and snack 
food business 
More than Rs. 5 CR 
and less than Rs. 10 
CR  
200 
Aakriti Art Creations Handicrafts Less than Rs. 25 lakh  65 
Tops Leather belts More than Rs. 25 lakh 
but less than Rs. 5 CR 
30 
Nicobar Clothing and lifestyle More than Rs. 5 CR 
and less than Rs. 10 
CR 
150 
Table 1: Demographic profile of companies 
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CHAPTER 4. COMPANY BACKGROUND 
 
The following section will talk about the cases individually, giving details about the background 
of the company, the company’s value proposition, what kind of practices they carried out that 
resulted in a strong brand and their vision for the coming years.  
 
SECTION 1. Nezone Biscuits  
 
Nezone Industries was started long ago in the 1960s with oil and rice milling by grandfather 
of Mr. Avni Bader, the owner of Nezone Biscuits, in the northeastern state of Assam
9
 (Figure 1).  
                                            
9 Assam is a state of India, located in the northeastern part of the country. It is shaped roughly like a 
‘Y’ laid on its side, and is a land of plains and river valleys. The state escapes normal Indian hot, dry 
season with average temperature ranging from 36°C to 7°C. Annual rainfall in Assam is not only the 
highest in the country but also ranks among the highest in the world; its annual average varies from 
about 70 inches (1,800 mm) in the west to more than 120 inches (3,000 mm) in the east.  
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Figure 1: This picture shows the state of Assam. Image downloaded from 
https://www.mapsofindia.com/maps/assam/ 
 
The very well educated Bader family has always strived towards transforming their business with 
modern and state-of-the-art technology. As the business started to grow, by 1985, they expanded into 
flour milling.  
Mr. Avni Bader, after completing his post-graduation from Harvard Business School, decided to 
come back to his family business of flour and rice milling. The love for machines and the hunger for 
more knowledge drove him to Switzerland to study the flour milling technology. After working in 
Switzerland for a few years, he decided to expand the family business further by getting into the 
biscuits business. Mr. Avni says, “The idea was that we (Nezone industries) are already making 
flour, so instead of only selling it outside why not use it for ourselves too”. With this thought in 
mind, he set up a biscuit factory from scratch. The name ‘Nezone Biscuits’ was taken from the 
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parent company ‘Nezone industries,’ which is an abbreviation of ‘north east zone’ which crests by 
them as the factories are based in the north east area of India. 
 
From the very beginning, Mr. Avni had a very clear vision of who the target market was going to be 
and decided to focus only at the bottom of the pyramid. (The base of the economic pyramid is by far 
the largest percentage of the population and market in India. One report by a research company 
states that as of 2005, 1.05 billion people (or 5 out of 6 Indians) were BoP (Bottom of pyramid), 
living on an annual household income of less than INR 200,000 per year or INR16,667 per month.
10
 
In India, BOP accounts for 88.1% of the total national household expenditure on food, 87.2% of 
energy expenditure, 85.3% of health spend, 78.8% of household goods expenditure and 52.6% of the 
country’s spend on information and communication technology
11
.)  
 
Also, in order to keep the transportation, cost low, he started selling products only within a 500 KM 
radius from the factory. He felt metropolitan cities were already very crowded with products and that 
it was the rural areas, which now presented growth opportunities. 
Talking a bit more about his business strategy, Mr. Avni discloses that the main factors for his 
success have been “Unconventional Product, Unconventional packaging, and unconventional 
distribution system”. 
Unconventional product: Avni Bader describes himself as a very bold person, always willing to take 
risks. Instead of going with the regular flavor products, he decided to introduce some original flavors. 
One thing he always made sure of was the quality of the products. Perhaps, it was his background 
and education, which makes him so quality conscious and that is what translates into his products as 
well.  
Unconventional packaging: Nezone biscuits were the first one to introduce the ‘family pack’ sizes to 
the Indian market. When he first introduced them, he faced a lot of criticism for going against the 
                                            
10 https://unitus.vc/resources/defining-base-of-the-economic-pyramid-in-india/ 
11 https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/news/economy/indicators/bottom-of-the-pyramid-market-
stands-at-1-2-trillion/articleshow/1962467.cms 
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market trends, but then he spent time educating the customers on how they were instead saving 
money with the big packs for families. By 2001, even the market leaders started following the family 
pack strategy, and the entire country was purchasing them. The strategy was successful and Nezone 
enjoyed the cost advantage for around 5 years before it eventually become a level playing field.  
Unconventional distribution system: At the time, all the big market players used to have a big sales 
structure with five to six levels of middlemen including consignment agents (known as super 
stockist) in between. Mr. Avni decided instead of paying commission to all the middlemen, who 
would raise the MRP for the end consumer by 120-140%, he started directly selling to distributors 
and retailers and broke the ‘existing chain’. Now, ‘Nezone industries’ is facing a lot of competition 
since other rival companies have also started following this practice. What makes Nezone stand out 
among everyone is still its international level quality. As Mr. Avni puts it, “My USP still remains the 
same as my motto ‘good quality at a very good price’”. The below table shows the price list for 
Nezone biscuits. (Nice biscuits by Nezone (200g) are sold for around 20 Rs. whereas a similar 
product by competitor company (Britannia Nice Time Biscuits 150 gm) is sold for 25 Rs.)
12
 
 
Sl. Product Category Pkt.wt. MRP per 
in gms. Pkt in Rs 
1 Snacks 90g  A 90 10.00 
2 Snacks 45g A 45 5.00 
3 60 + 40 90g A 90 10.00 
4 60 + 40 45g  A 45 5.00 
5 Tops 90g A 90 10.00 
6 Tops 45g  A 45 5.00 
7 Magic Cracker 200g  A 200 20.00 
8 Veg Cracker 200g A 200 20.00 
                                            
12 https://www.reliancesmart.in/Britannia-Nice-Time-Biscuits-150-gm 
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9 Sugar Cracker 200g A 200 20.00 
10 Digestive 200g A 200 20.00 
11 Butter Bisk 90g  B 90 10.00 
12 Butter Bisk 45 g B 45 5.00 
13 Butter Delite 200g   B 200 20.00 
14 Butter Kaju 90g   B 90 10.00 
15 Butter Kaju 200g   B 200 20.00 
16 Coconut 90g  D 90 10.00 
17 Elaichi 90g   D 90 10.00 
18 Choco Snaps 90g  B 90 10.00 
19 Nice 90g B 90 10.00 
20 Nice 200g B 200 20.00 
21 Nice ATC 150g B 150 15.00 
22 Kiddy Cream 45g B 45 5.00 
23 Cream ATC 150g  B 150 15.00 
24 Marie 90g  C 90 10.00 
25 Marie 45g  C 45 5.00 
26 London Marie 200g  C 200 20.00 
27 Meltz Orange Cream 45g Z 45 5.00 
28 Suji Rusk   85 10.00 
Figure 2: Price List of Nezone Biscuits range (Sourced from the owner) 
 
When questioned about their branding strategy, Mr. Avni calls himself “purely a production guy 
who is very bad at sales and marketing”. But as the interview proceeds, it is observed that he has, in 
fact, employed some very clever and intelligent branding practices. 
In terms of branding measures, the company has relied largely on corporate branding and not many 
separate efforts were made to brand any of his individual products. But the essence of product 
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brands remains at the core of the company. Currently, the products are recognized by the brand 
‘Nezone’. Products with a complete focus on quality had been introduced and brand communication 
started with small radio jingles.  
 
Another branding initiative he undertook was using ‘wall paintings’ as a marketing medium (Wall 
painting comprises of paintings in the interiors of cities, villages and is now considered one of the 
cheapest methods of advertisement in semi-urban and rural India, especially in areas which do not 
have billboards). Not only were wall paintings and displays an economical medium for advertising, 
they were also very effective, especially in rural areas. TV advertisements may come to an end, but 
wall paintings stay as long as the weather allows them to. But to have a greater impact, Avni Bader 
offered to paint the walls of the retailers, “Retailers welcomed paintings of their shops, walls, and 
shutters since it also made the shop look cleaner and better and the paint used to last almost 10 
years.”  
 
Mr. Avni takes care of the package design himself along with the designers.  
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Figure 3: The image shows a number of products under the snacks category by Nezone. Image sourced 
from https://tuffclassified.com/nezone-snacks-nezone-biscuits_1084503 
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Figure 4: Image shows package design of a product from Nezone's cracker range 'Tops'. Image sourced 
from the owner. 
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Figure 5: Image shows package design of a product from Nezone's sweet biscuits range called 'Eliaichi'. 
Image sourced from the owner. 
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Figure 6: The image shows a similar product from a competitor called 'Coconut Krunch' (Image sourced 
from https://www.hi5mart.com/bakery-breakfast-and-snacks/biscuits/britannia-tiger-coconut-crunch-
biscuits.html) 
 
He makes sure that the package design is catchy, good looking and stands out from the other 
products by keeping ‘quality’ as the spine of their brand building (Figure 3 and 4 show the 
difference between packaging of Nezone and a competitor’s product). This is the reason why 
Nezone was able to be neck to neck with the market leader, in as much as 5 years. To expand the 
business further, the brand extension was done to explore other product markets of snack food 
business as well (Figure 3). 
 
SECTION 2. Aakriti Art Creations 
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The story of Aakriti Art Creations goes back to 1994-95, when Suman Sonthalia, a young 
woman born and brought up in a very conservative Indian home, and driven by the urge to become 
self-dependent and to provide good education for her children, started making and selling beautiful 
tribal art paintings. Started just out of home and with a very limited financial base, it started off as a 
micro-enterprise. Today, it has an annual turnover of over Rs. 4 crores (Around 580,000 USD), and 
“over two hundred and fifty people are associated with Aakriti art creations not only to earn money, 
food, and shelter from it, but also due to respect, self-confidence and above-all freedom” in the 
words of the founder herself.  
 
A typical Aakriti Art Creations product is a fusion between various art forms of tribal art and design 
principles. Housing over 750 types of different products, the sturdy handcrafted artifacts are inspired 
by Warli
13
, Madhubani
14
, Dhokra
15
, and Kalamkari
16
 art forms originating from different states of 
India. 
                                            
13 Warli art is a folk art of Maharashtra, traditionally created by the tribal women. The most 
important aspect of the painting is that it does not depicts mythological characters or images of 
deities, but depicts social life. The paintings usually depict scenes of human figures engaged in 
activities like hunting, dancing, sowing and harvesting that are created in a loose rhythmic pattern. 
14 Madhubani art originated from Madhubani district of Mithila region of Bihar. Madhubani 
paintings are made from the paste of powdered rice and mostly depict the men & its association with 
nature and the scenes & deity from the ancient epics. Natural objects like the sun, the moon, and 
religious plants like tulsi are also widely painted, along with scenes from the royal court and social 
events like weddings. 
15 Dhokra art is the earliest known method of non-ferrous metal casting known to human 
civilization. The name Dhokra was initially used to indicate a group of nomadic craftsmen, and is 
now generically applied to a variety of beautifully shaped and decorated brassware products created 
by the lost wax process. In India, these craftsmen are clustered in the states of Madhya Pradesh, 
Bihar, Odisha, and West Bengal. 
16 Kalamkari is an ancient Indian art that originated about 3000 years ago. The Kalamkari artist uses 
a bamboo or date palm stick pointed at one end with a bundle of fine hair attached to this pointed 
end to serve as the brush or pen. These paintings were earlier drawn on cotton fabric only, but now 
we can see these paintings on silk and other materials as well. The colors used in making these 
paintings are organic. Most of the colors are prepared using parts of plants – roots, leaves etc. There 
are numerous forms and styles of this type of painting throughout the Indian subcontinent. 
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Figure 7: A map of India showing the origin of the different art forms 
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Figure 8: This image shows a tray by Aakriti with the Madhubani design on the bottom (Image sourced 
from the owner). 
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Figure 9: This image shows a teacup holder with the traditional India tea cups. The figurines on the cups 
are inspired from Warli, the metal figure on the handle is a Dhokra art form and the design on the outside 
of the tea cup holder is Madhubani painting (Image sourced from the owner). 
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Figure 10: This image shows a mix of home furnishing products by Aakriti (Image sourced from the owner) 
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Figure 11：A lamp by Aakriti showing the Dhokra metal figures and borders alternating between Warli and 
Madhubani designs. (Image sourced from the owner) 
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Figure 12: An incense stick holder by Aakriti along with a Lord Ganesha (decorated in Kalamkari design) 
and a pot.(Image sourced from the owner) 
 
The beginning of Aakriti Art creations was humble and built on the idea of generosity and social 
welfare, understanding and focus to make creative, quality products. The first of the unique features 
of the business was about empowerment of the employees. She primarily employs women who are 
dependent on their husbands for monetary aid or are working as maids, nannies or are employed in 
some other odd job. This aspect was communicated in numerous media coverage that the business 
attracted and helped in building the brand (Novica).  
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The second key aspect was the focus on quality. Today, Aakriti Art creations employs a three-level 
quality check; first at the time of raw material procurement, second at the time of processing and 
finally at the time of packaging before shipment.  
The brand name Aakriti, which means “a beautiful form, or figure” in Hindi (the official language of 
India) was one of the first steps taken by the founder towards branding. The founder, Suman 
Sonthalia and her husband conceived the name, symbolic of the creativity that she promotes and her 
products represent, over a cup of tea. At that point in time, the name was developed merely to print 
on the bill of their order from the Central Cottage Emporium
17
, one of their major customers at the 
time. However, the logo was later developed in 2008 when the copyrights for the name were also 
finally registered. The logo was simple, distinct and portrayed 7 female Warli art figurines; “7” was 
symbolic of the team members at the start, females as a symbol of empowerment for the women and 
Warli art because it represented the product’s characteristics. Since their operation was on a small 
scale and they had to compete against both, organized and unorganized players, the differentiation 
was important. Even though the quality of their products is always appreciated, and Aakriti has 
focused on the product quality as the key to their success, it was also important for the brand to be 
seen and heard.  
 
The initial years saw mileage and publicity for the brand through word of mouth and positive 
editorial coverage. Aakriti Art creations started getting associated with other NGOs and fair trade 
organizations, which also helped Suman gain more exposure, even among the foreign clientele. 
Suman Sonthalia has also received a number of awards and recognition for her contribution to the 
Indian handicraft industry, and also a table designed by her now sits in the Rashtrapati Bhavan 
(President’s House) (Yourstory, 2017). In her own words, “Giving is what we believe in and here we 
give an opportunity to women to earn respectfully. This was just an idea, but when executed, it was 
only the effort of these women who earned us three prestigious awards: State Merit Award for 
                                            
17 The Central Cottage Emporium is a government-run multilevel store that showcases different 
India-wide handicrafts created by skilled-Indian artists. The selection contains a range of products 
such as woodcarvings, jewelry, pottery, brassware, textiles, rugs, paintings etc. It was created with 
the objective to promote and further develop the Indian Handicraft industry. 
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Master Craftsperson, 2008-09; State award for Warli Painting, 2011; and National Award for 
Master Craftsperson, 2013”. 
Another reason why Aakriti products are so popular, even among online retailers, is because Suman 
has been quick in identifying issues and resolving them cleverly. Suman says, “There was a time 
when there were 18 online vendors for the same product involved in price wars and we used to get 
complaints from them every day”. In order to resolve this issue, they started with selective online 
distribution wherein they would make customized products for each vendor, provided they fulfilled a 
minimum volume requirement. This enabled Suman to price her products differently and keep her 
retailers satisfied as well.  
 
She also comes up with new designs two to three times every year. Suman has always promoted 
“the utility aspect of art displays” when it comes to Aakriti products. She understands that art is not 
a necessity but a luxury. At a time of economic depression, when people are cutting back on their 
expenses, she wants her products to be affordable for the end consumers and thus, pays special 
attention to the pricing. When a piece of art is also useful, the customer will not mind paying a slight 
premium for it. But at the end of the day, it is the product; the great quality and the unique color 
combinations, which has been the recall factor, and the determined and talented founder’s values and 
story that has created a unique brand identity for Aakriti. 
 
SECTION 3. Tops India 
 
‘Tops India’ is a leather belts manufacturing unit established in 1989. Tops India was started 
as a retail store in one of Delhi’s commercial neighborhood where all sorts of products are sold, right 
from imported products to artifacts as well as clothes and jewelry fit for a bridal trousseau. Tops has 
been selling belts since 1962, but the quality available in the market was not up to the mark. The 
owner always had the vision to provide good quality goods. With an intention to elevate to a brand 
from a commodity, the owners backward integrated to have a more direct control over quality and 
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cost to ensure fair prices to end consumers and set up a manufacturing unit in Kanpur (Figure 13), a 
large industrial city on the banks of the Ganges River, in the north Indian state of Uttar Pradesh.  
 
Figure 13: The map of India showing the capital city of Delhi and Kanpur 
 
Speaking with Raghav Arora, currently, the manager overlooking all the departments and the 
successor next-in-line, the passion and pride he has in the brand is clearly visible as he shares the 
story. At the time of toying with different names, the word ‘Tops’ captivated them since it 
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symbolized what they wanted to be known for- top quality. Raghav shares, “TOPS is not just a name, 
it’s a sign and assurance for quality products since 1989”. 
 
‘Tops India’ became the first branded leather belts company in the market. “It was important to 
establish a brand to survive in a market where China is overtaking with low-quality product at 
cheaper rates and to make people understand the quality of products that we offer.” The 
commitment to branding was linked to the objective of growing the business in the long run. To 
reach a wider audience, in next phase, they went online to keep up with the digital era. Slowly the 
brand came out from the regional boundary of Delhi and started capturing the national market by 
taking the business online. Value addition had been started in the areas of brand communications 
mainly online by coming up with seasonal deals, updating their online followers on social media 
platforms with latest designs and offering customized services. Raghav adds, “In a world of 
digitalization, we are very particular about labeling of our products and we actively promote our 
products on online platforms, mainly through Instagram and Facebook”.  
  42 
 
Figure 14: This image shows a leather belt by tops (Sourced from the company's Instagram page) 
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Figure 15: The image shows another product from Tops (Sourced from the company's Instagram page) 
 
The success of an SME like Tops India can be attributed to quality products, relationship, trust, and 
prompt service. Since the main touch points for them are online platforms and walk-ins, they have to 
ensure quick response time in answering queries and they actively seek feedback to ensure customer 
satisfaction, “We ensure that whatever happens we do not compromise on the quality of our 
products, customers trust our brand for the quality that we offer”. 
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With the objective of crossing 100 crore
18
 INR in turnover (Around 14,695,000 US Dollar), and 
achieving complete automation of their operations, Tops is seeking higher growth, taking one step at 
a time.  
A simple analysis of the customer reviews on the various online platforms shows a very positive 
feedback. Tops Products have an average rating of 4 out of 5 on Flipkart, India’s very popular online 
retail store
19
. One of the satisfied customers had commented “Made of genuine leather, the belt has 
been immaculately braided out of one piece of leather strip. While the quality of leather is very fine, 
what strikes is the chrome finish of the buckle. Even after four years of use, neither the leather has 
lost its flexibility and sheen, nor the buckle its shine.”
20
 A few other customers were observed 
appreciating their quick response time to queries. Tops also enjoys a high following on Facebook 
with more than 8000 people following their page ‘TOPS belts and Wallets’.
21
 
 
SECTION 4. Nicobar 
 
Raul Rai and Simran Lal launched Nicobar not so long ago, in March 2016, under the family-
owned entity Eicher Goodearth Pvt. Ltd
22
, which also owns the Good Earth chain of stores, the 20-
year-old nation-wide luxury brand. The couple had decided to develop a completely new line of 
                                            
18 Crore stands for 10 million. 
19 https://www.flipkart.com/bags-wallets-belts/belts/tops~brand/pr?sid=reh,wq9 
20 https://www.flipkart.com/tops-men-casual-black-genuine-leather-
belt/p/itmf5rgrayg5wvqk?pid=BELDYTPVRT9UDEKP&lid=LSTBELDYTPVRT9UDEKPWW1Z
2P&marketplace=FLIPKART&srno=b_1_1&otracker=browse&fm=organic&iid=862df0cb-b74e-
4793-a983-8fd4e900795d.BELDYTPVRT9UDEKP.SEARCH&ppt=Store%20Browse&ppn=Store 
21 https://www.facebook.com/topsbelts/?hc_ref=ARQbwzu2Cy8u-o-
Uyblkvh_iLjP2vmB3bPoV0HL-oTbjTiFexn1DN9oz0w7yZIn9gJM&fref=nf 
22 In 1966, Vikram Lal, the patriarch at Eicher Motors Ltd, started working in Eicher, then a tractor-
maker founded by his father Man Mohan Lal. The company was formerly known as Eicher Tractors 
India Limited and changed its name to Eicher Goodearth Pvt. Ltd. in July 1980. Good Earth store, 
was started in 1996 by Anita Lal, wife of Vikram Lal, sells high-end, high-quality products across 
the fashion, interiors and lifestyle space that contemporize the crafts heritage of India. The business 
was then joined by their daughter Simran Lal who worked there for many years before launching 
Nicobar in 2016 with husband Raul Rai. (Sourced from 
https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/magazines/panache/we-are-a-maverick-family-our-focus-has-
never-been-only-business-simran-lal-good-earth/articleshow/59139617.cms) 
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clothing and lifestyle products with an 'Indian soul and a global appeal’ which Rai describes as 
“Good Earth meets Silicon Valley,” (The Economic Times, 2017). 
With Nicobar, the founders place a greater emphasis on clothing than home décor and have 
intentionally positioned the brand to enter the space currently occupied by a variety of indie
23
 
fashion designers. Nicobar products are characterized by neutral colors, quintessentially Indian 
fabrics such as cotton and clean silhouettes that make for versatile separates (The Economic Times, 
2017). 
                                            
23 Oxford Dictionary defines indie as ‘not belonging or affiliated to a major record or film company’. 
In India, the word indie is usually attributed to artistic endeavors and can refer to independent 
designers, artists, and craftspeople, who design and make a variety of products − without being 
affiliated to large, industrialized business houses. 
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Figure 16: The image shows a combination of products (clothing and accessories) by Nicobar (Image 
sourced from www.nicobar.com) 
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Figure 17: The image shows a model wearing a dress from Nicobar (Image sourced from 
www.nicobar.com) 
 
Sambhav Raj, the head of retail marketing and experiences, also responsible for building the brand, 
shares the Nicobar story; “Each one of us is on a journey - both inward and outward. We all seek 
companions for this journey who can nudge us towards a more mindful and aware living. Nicobar 
provides those nudges - without taking ourselves too seriously and with a sense of humor.  We don’t 
believe these transitions happen overnight but through a series of steps. These nudges happen 
through various Nicobar touchpoints - including our products, content and in-store experiences.”. 
In other words, through the various touchpoints, Nicobar seeks to engage the customer emotionally. 
 
The store takes its name from the island in the eastern Indian Ocean. The floating islands and waves 
of the ocean were also the inspiration for the nascent brand’s logo and breezy offerings. The tropical 
getaway of Nicobar is referenced primarily in the elephants and palm trees seen on the home décor 
items, which comprise of pots, plates, platters, mugs, glasses, bed and table linen and cushions (The 
Daily Pao, 2016).  
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Figure 18: The image shows a breakfast set by Nicobar. The reference to tropical getaway can be felt from 
the palm trees and fruits printed on the stoneware (Image sourced from www.nicobar.com). 
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Figure 19: The image shows a table linen with minimalistic design of a pineapple (Image sourced from 
www.nicobar.com) 
 
Sambhav Raj emphasizes, “At Nicobar, branding is considered the forefront of all activities, so 
much so, that a brand book and guidelines were formed at the inception of the brand which keeps 
evolving with experimentation.” The brand direction comes from the founder, and each product line 
has its own assigned designer.  
Nicobar has numerous touchpoints such as its website, retail stores, newsletters, customer care, 
social media etc., and special care is taken to dive deep into details and make sure every touch point 
is branded very well. For instance, the first store was opened in Mumbai’s Kala Ghoda, a popular 
fashion destination and the store’s ambiance- whitewashed walls, large tropical palms and 
contemporary safari chic- all convey the brand’s DNA of ‘tropical timeliness’ (livemint, 2016). 
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Figure 20: This image is of Nicobar's store in Mumbai's Kala Ghoda (Image sourced from The Daily Pao, 
2016) 
 
Figure 21: The Nicobar store showcasing its tableware products (Image sourced from The Daily Pao, 
2016) 
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The location was strategically chosen because “we wanted to be in a space where people are open-
minded and want to see new things”. Raj believes the credibility that Nicobar gets from the sister 
brand ‘Good Earth’ also contributed to the brand’s success in such a short span of time. Probably it 
was the experience that the co-founder gained while working at Good Earth that enabled her to 
strategically create the brand and helped Nicobar gain brand equity.  
 
Nicobar’s overall appeal stems from its tropical conceptualization as a travel and leisure-loving 
brand and the way the merchandise- apparel for men and women, homeware and travel products is 
designed to be minimalist. The products are instilled with a very subtle design aesthetic; for example, 
Figure 19 shows the dwarf sized pineapples on white serve ware or the signature elephant design on 
the organic linens (Architectural Digest, 2017). Even though Nicobar’s offering may not be 
completely unique, it is the creativity in differentiating the campaigns and providing a unique and 
consistent experience to the customers throughout all touchpoints which makes it stand out from 
other brands. Sambhav Raj shares what a Nicobar guest would say about the brand and the role it 
plays in their life, “It speaks for me and uncannily helps me evolve - does not express a fixed side of 
who I am (zany, crazy). And does so to my evolving kind of self and I have seen myself in it.”. 
The website also features ‘Nico Journal’, which is a digital magazine that curates products and 
services from other brands, firms, and even eateries that represent the philosophy that Nicobar 
promotes. 
Nicobar has developed an impressive outreach strategy of associating with like-minded groups of 
people and hosting events without an apparent sales incentive to the company. For instance, Nicobar 
recently hosted free events at their office and store for SoFar Sounds, a worldwide community of 
artists and music lovers, wherein volunteers set up ‘secret gigs’ at undisclosed venues
24
. Nicobar 
also partnered with Kommune - a collective of artists, producers, patrons, and art lovers who come 
together in a sort of performing-arts incubator. Together, they hosted evenings to ‘bring back good 
                                            
24 https://www.sofarsounds.com/about 
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old storytelling’. Such events are also self-sustaining with voluntary contribution from guests 
(Blackbook, 2017).  
 
 
Figure 22: This image is from one of the events undertaken by Kommune at Nicobar store (Sourced from 
Nicobar's Facebook page) 
 
Nicobar also collaborated with a catering firm ‘Caara’ and opened their first ever in-store café- 
NicoCaara. Both brands share a philosophy of focusing on seasonality, local artisans, and 
sustainable choices and appeal to a common clientele- the modern, urban Indian. 
The young label is now looking at innovative digital integration and experiential spaces such as 
curated book corners, and co-working spaces.  
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Figure 23: The image shows the in store cafe- NicoCaara (Image sourced from 
http://thepunchmagazine.com/culture/food-drinks/nicocaara-a-cafe-for-those-with-an-island-state-of-mind) 
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CHAPTER 5. INTERVIEW ANALYSIS 
 
From the interviews, it was observed that brand building was not undertaken consciously by the 
owners of three out of the four firms. The different activities that they carried out, led to a successful 
business and was viewed as a strong brand from the point of view of customers.  
The chapter is structured to analyze the interviews using the framework developed by the author in 
the previous section. It will talk about the different practices and strategies, which knowingly or 
unknowingly resulted in strong brands. 
 
SECTION 1. Visionary Entrepreneur 
 
Entrepreneur plays a fundamental role in the successful working of any SME, as has been 
pointed out by several research studies and can be seen from the four cases above. 
The founders of all four businesses had some experience in the field in which they launched their 
firms. In terms of brand development strategies, Nicobar was the only one where the founder, having 
identified a good business opportunity, strategically decided to build a brand. The other three 
businesses were developed from “scratch” by individuals with entrepreneurial spirits, who decided 
to take risks and follow their inspiration to create something they believe in. In all four cases, it was 
the determination, hard work, and tenacity of the founder that made the brand successful. 
Starting with no reputation and limited financial and human resources, the founders realized the need 
to seek out opportunities and develop strategies, which enabled them to compete in industries 
dominated by larger, established companies. The initial motivation for building a brand was 
reflected in their resolve to distinguish their business. 
Nezone has achieved new heights of growth due to the bold, risk-taking personality of the founder. 
From the beginning, he made the strategic choice of focusing on quality to distinguish his products 
from the rest available in the market. It was also his unconventional business practices that helped 
him establish his name in the market as a trendsetter and go-getter. 
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For Aakriti art creations, the founder is the soul of the entire business. It is her story and her 
determination that is not only appreciated by customers but also inspires her employees.  
Nicobar’s co-founder already had experience heading one of India’s leading design labels. 
Experience and connections from there, helped her build a company that now thrives at a global 
level. 
Tops too, the owner identified the gap in the market for quality products and decided to solely focus 
on being a genuine top quality leather belt manufacturer, has been able to build a brand so strong 
that people come searching for their goods.  
 
SECTION 2. Increase awareness by niche focus  
The existing literature generally advises small firms to concentrate on specialized products, 
localize business operations, and provide products, which require a high degree of craftsmanship 
(Hosmer 1957; Gross 1967).  
Focusing on a specific group of people, which might be better suited for your business, not only 
reduces competition but also enhances customer relationships which ultimately leads to increased 
brand awareness. 
All four businesses can be seen catering to niche markets.  Nezone targeted the low-income group of 
the North-East region of India, which helped them to keep the costs low as well as remain close to 
the customers. To establish the company in the focused market, Nezone pioneered several new 
packaging features: such as family packs, embossed packing, etc. that helped the products gain 
recognition and stand out from the rest.  
Aakriti Art Creations has created a niche for themselves by serving customers, who value art, are 
socially conscious and at the same time, are looking for utility fulfillment from the products. Aakriti, 
in order to avoid price competition among its customers and to keep them satisfied, develops 
customized products for exclusive customers.  
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Tops began its operations in a retail store in one of the Delhi’s busiest markets where almost 
everything is sold. Selling the products there, they realized that they were catering to a niche market 
of young people who were looking for locally made genuine leather products at competitive process, 
in spite of the many cheaper alternatives available in the market. After the internet boom, they 
expanded their operations online as well and started selling their products through third party 
vendors such as Amazon, FlipKart. 
 
Nicobar, targeted at modern Indians, not only sells products but also sells an entire experience by 
providing an interesting mix of fashion, home and travel accessories with a minimalistic aesthetic. 
Nicobar has intentionally given its brand a modern yet laid-back and unique brand identity to 
increase its brand awareness. 
 
Due to the limited resources, the firms direct all the media they use in a way that it is coherent with 
the characteristics of their customers.  
Nezone, for instance, uses Wall paintings that is a very intelligent way to reach to the masses in the 
rural areas. Aakriti, primarily with B2B clients, uses no media other than their website rather 
leverages their association with NGOs and fair trade organization to reach their target customer. 
Aakriti has also gained a lot of recognition through the media, which has shared the emotionally 
moving, compelling story of the owner that connects deeply with the customers. 
Tops, with their social media and Nicobar, targeted at millennials and globetrotters, uses different 
kinds of media to maximize their presence by way of collaborations with other established brands.  
Two of the firms have well-developed websites that support the positioning of the brands and the 
products. Nezone does not have an online presence, which strategically makes sense since the target 
customer is primarily in the rural areas where there might not be much internet usage. However, as 
India progresses and infrastructural improvements are made, the web would soon reach even the 
remote areas and in order to not lose visibility, Nezone too should have a web presence. 
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SECTION 3. Leverage associations to achieve ‘distinctiveness’ 
 
In the previous section, we talked about how associations can help increase the brand equity. 
For the cases in review, it was observed that one company (Nicobar) used associations intentionally 
as a powerful tool to strengthen their brand. The remaining three companies, even though did not 
purposely use this as a strategy, their customers did associate the brands with different feelings 
based on their interaction with the product and other touchpoints. These associations are the reasons 
why customers choose a particular product over the other because they have come to believe that the 
features and attributes satisfy their needs. By taking advantage of these associations, brands can 
differentiate their position, gain goodwill, and beat the competition. 
Following is a detailed analysis done by the author about which associations have been linked with 
the brands and why. It was also observed all the four cases had functional and symbolic associations 
as identified in the brand management literature. 
 
In all the firms interviewed, a lot of attention is paid to the product itself, to add value to the total 
offering. Analysis of the functional associations shows that product quality and credibility were 
important associations for all four firms.  
“Nezone” has always promoted its motto ‘Good Quality at a very good price’ in all its 
communications and the same is also considered the primary reason customers buy its products. The 
owner had introduced original flavors such as ‘Ginger biscuits’, ‘Sour cream biscuits’ keeping in 
mind the profile of their target customers and also the climatic conditions of the region the products 
were sold in as such flavors are generally enjoyed more in cool weather. The family pack sizes 
introduced by them were also a big hit among the consumers. Thus product innovation is another 
attribute customers associate with the brand.  
Lastly, connections from the parent company engaged in flour and rice milling for past many years 
probably helped when building relationships with the suppliers but not for the end consumers who 
had become loyal to the biscuit brand.  
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“Aakriti Art creations” too, relies on product innovation based on the owner’s artistic flair and 
credibility due to its affiliation with various NGOs and Fairtrade organizations and the numerous 
prestigious awards won. The owner stresses on the utility aspect of her art and that is the main 
reason-to-buy for customers. 
“Tops” highlights its long history and high product quality to distinguish itself from the other local 
and imported brands. “Nicobar” focuses on the entire user experience it strives to provide via all 
touchpoints.  
 
The most impactful sources of differentiation are, however, the symbolic associations connected 
with these brands.  
As shown in table 2, symbolic associations strengthen functional associations, and support the 
differentiation.  Nezone promotes a quality standard of living, through the sophisticated flavors and 
packaging of their products while maintaining reasonable prices. Aakriti Art Creations has been able 
to bring the social welfare aspect up through the media coverage of the story of the owner and the 
business. Customers also often associate the brand with the country of origin as Aakriti promotes 
Indian art forms through its unique and utility infused products. 
Tops emphasizes the quality of its products to reflect prestige. Nicobar focuses on selling the 
experience of ‘Modern India’, promotes an urban lifestyle, and fun linked to its product. Its natural, 
breathable fabrics give the brand an identity that integrates into the ethos of India. 
  
These findings are in line with Bhat and Reddy’s (1998) conclusions that even though functionality 
and symbolism are separate components, they can be used simultaneously and successfully by a 
brand. 
 
Company Nezone Biscuits Aakriti Art 
Creations 
Tops Nicobar 
Main brand ‘Good Quality at a ‘Utility aspect of High quality Lifestyle  
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associations very good price’ creativity’ 
Functional 
Associations 
 
High quality 
Credibility 
Product Innovation 
Product Innovation/ 
Creativity/ Artistry 
Credibility 
Quality 
High quality 
Credibility 
Customer 
Experience 
Credibility 
Quality 
Symbolic 
associations 
Standard of living Country of origin 
Social responsibility 
Prestige Lifestyle 
Country of origin 
Table 2: Brand Identity components 
SECTION 4. Achieve Brand Loyalty by cultivating customer relationships  
 
We have already talked about the importance of brand loyalty in the previous sections. One way 
small businesses are seen to benefit and build loyalty is from the provision of customer service, 
product customization, and other factors, which are more difficult in large businesses (Cohn and 
Lindberg 1972).  
 
All the four firms were led by creative, dynamic leaders, who adopted a selective focus and shared a 
common orientation towards high quality. Nezone and Aakriti Art Creations have taken these values 
and measures to the next level by acquiring HACCP (Hazard Analysis and Critical Control Points)
25
 
 and GMP (Good Manufacturing Practice)
26
 certification, and implementing ‘multiple quality check 
system’ respectively. 
Tops, by offering seasonal deals and Aakriti by offering customized products bring a personal 
element to their business. 
 
                                            
25
 HACCP is an internationally recognized food safety tool that indicates the facilities are in 
compliance with the HACCP based food safety regulations. 
26 GMP certificate is granted by the health science authority when the manufacturing facility has 
been audited and found to demonstrate satisfactory compliance with the required GMP standard 
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The businesses were also seen constantly adapting themselves to the changing market conditions. 
For example, “Aakriti” and “Tops” claimed to come up with new designs of their products two-three 
times every year. These measures help the customer feel engaged with the brand. 
Nicobar too, ties up with like-minded groups of people and hosts events to keep their customers 
engaged. As quoted in a blog, Nirmal Kaur, the head of the branding department at the time 
acknowledged; “Emotional engagement and ease of shopping are the cornerstones of our retail 
philosophy,”
27
. 
 
All these activities lead to satisfied customers who might then reward the business with their loyalty 
and also recommend it to their friends and relatives.   
 
Another way the firms were observed generating word-of-mouth was through networking and 
collaborating.  
As can be seen from the above cases as well, Aakriti cobrands its products with NGOs such as Asha 
handicrafts and Fair Trade Organization. Nicobar too, collaborates with a number of organizations 
such as Caara, SoFar Sounds and Kommune, to name a few, to strengthen their products and brand. 
 
Networking or collaborating with clients or even other established brands in the niche can be another 
way for business owners to share their stories and keeping the business in the limelight. Although 
Krake (2005) found that co-branding has not been much explored by SMEs, however, according to 
findings of the interviews, the SMEs in India seem to be relying a great deal on co-branding and 
collaborating strategy to improve awareness and strengthen their brand. This works especially well 
for an SME since collaborating with an established partner adds greater value even if there aren’t 
much financial resources available. 
 
The following chart presents a summary of the above analysis: 
                                            
27 http://www.blackbook.net.in/nicobars-marketing-push-is-set-to-change-the-way-modern-indians-
shop/ 
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Figure 24: Overview of Interview Analysis using the framework 
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CHAPTER 6. IMPLICATIONS AND CONCLUSION 
 
This paper has examined how SMEs in India generate brand equity and undertake brand 
management, in light of limited resources and an owner, playing the fundamental role in all decision 
making processes. 
The cases presented were all well established, self-financed businesses primarily into consumer 
goods manufacturing.  
Since the literature regarding brand management in SMEs is still limited, and especially relating to 
developing economies like India, this paper contributes to the area by illustrating which strategies 
and approaches could be effectively deployed by SMEs looking at self-financed growth through 
brand building and management. 
 
The proposed framework of brand building serves as a starting point for a more holistic and 
comprehensive understanding of creating strong brands in SMEs and using them to compete. 
The companies followed a strategy to focus on niche markets and serve the needs of limited groups 
of customers. They are also “focus strategies” as described by Porter (1985), in the sense of 
emphasizing lower costs, differentiation, or both, in dealing with a portion of the market.  
 
From the interviews, it was also observed that all the interviewees do express the importance of 
having a brand strategy. They realize that as the competition is getting more and more intense, there 
is a need to clearly differentiate themselves, and make it easier for the customers to recognize their 
brand to be able to survive in the long run.  
In practice, however, only one case of brand building was intentional and the remaining three were 
not. Therefore, intentional or unintentional, brand building can be achieved by right activities. This 
is an interesting finding, because brand building for SMEs is generally difficult considering they 
have limited resources. However, SMEs in review were compelled to think cleverly and make good 
use of existing resources, be it product innovation or wall paintings or collaborations etc. All these 
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activities carried out consistently over a period of time can transform satisfied customers into loyal 
customers who will view the business as a ‘brand’ and will value it. 
 
A number of branding strategies are available to the SME, not only to enhance their brand but also 
for business growth and development. Whether the strategies continue to be successful will depend 
on how they confront competition and how well they manage their growth. However, no single 
brand strategy would be appropriate for all SMEs since they differ not only in terms of business 
nature but also the type of target customer.  
Therefore, entrepreneurs should carefully select the branding strategy that is most suitable for their 
firm, market, and even industry.  
  
  
  64 
CHAPTER 7. Proposal for future studies 
 
Despite the implications discussed above, only four cases cannot provide full evidence of what 
kind of brand building strategies should be followed by firms in different industries. For this reason, 
evidence should not be treated as generalizable findings, but rather as findings that lay the 
foundations for further investigation.  
The findings open new avenues for supplementary research in the field of brand management for 
SMEs and more specifically, for SMEs in developing economies like India.  
Answers to the following questions could provide further insights into the management of brands in 
SMEs: 
(1) To what extent should the secondary brand associations be used by SMEs? Under which 
conditions? 
(2) Which brand building strategies and brand management strategies are more efficient for SMEs? 
(3) Is there a difference in branding strategies for SMEs which are looking to expand 
internationally? 
  
  65 
References 
Books and Research Papers: 
 
 
Aaker, D.A. (1991), Managing Brand Equity: Capitalizing on the Value of a Brand Name, Free 
Press, New York, NY. 
 
Aaker, D.A. (1996), Building Strong Brands, Free Press, New York, NY. 
 
Bhat, S. and Reddy, S.K. (1998), Symbolic and functional positioning of brands, The Journal of 
Consumer Marketing, Vol. 15 No. 1, 32-40. 
 
Bjerre, M., Heding, T., & Knudtzen, C, F. (2009). Brand Management research, theory and practice. 
London: Routledge 
 
Boatwright, P., Cagan, J., Kapur, D. and Saltiel, A. (2009), A step-by-step process to build valued 
brands, Journal of Product & Brand Managament, Vol. 18 No. 1, 38-49. 
 
Carson, D. (1990), Some exploratory models for assessing small firms’ marketing performance; a 
qualitative approach: European Journal of Marketing, 24 (11), 5-49. 
 
Carson, D., Cromie. S., McGowan. P. and Hill. J. (1995), Marketing and Entrepreneurship in SMEs; 
An Innovative Approach, Pearson Education, Harlow. 
 
Cohn, T. and Lindberg, R.A. (1972). How Management is Different in Small Companies, New York: 
American Management Association.  
Constance E. Bagley and Diane W. Savage (2010). Managers and the Legal Environment: 
Strategies for the 21st Century, 6th ed. (Mason, OH: Southwestern-Cengage Learning).  
Duran, P., N. Kammerlander, M. van Essen, and T. Zellweger. (2016). Doing more with less: 
Innovation input and output in family firms. Academy of Management Journal 59: 12,24–64.  
Gabrielsson, M. (2005), Branding strategies of born globals, Journal of International 
Entrepreneurship, Vol. 3, 199-222.  
 
Hosmer, A. November-December (1957). Small manufacturing enterprises, Harvard Business 
Review 35 no.6, 111-122.  
Keller (2012). Strategic brand management- building, measuring and managing brand equity, 4
th
 
edition. 
 
Krake, B. G. J. M. F. (2005), Successful brand management in SMEs: A new theory and practical 
hints, Journal of Product and Brand Management, Vol. 14 No. 4, 228-239. 
 
Lassen, P., Kunde, J., & Gioia, C. (2008). Creating a clearly differentiated. Brand Management, 16, 
92-104. 
 
Leslie de Chernatony and Gil McWilliam (1989). The Varying Nature of Brands as Assets: 
International Journal of Advertising, 8, 339–349. 
 
  66 
Miller, D., and I. Le Breton-Miller. (2005). Management insights from great and struggling family 
businesses. Long Range Planning 38 (6): 517–30.  
Porter, Michael E. (1985). Competitive Advantage, Ch. 1, pp 11-15. The Free Press. New York. 
Rita Clifton (2009), Brands and branding, The Economist, 3-12 
 
Simon, H. (2007). Hidden champions des 21. Jahrhunderts. Frankfurt, Germany: Campus Verlag.  
Southiseng, N., & Walsh, J. (2010). Competition and management issues of SME entrepreneurs in 
Laos: Evidence from empirical studies in Vientiane Municipality, Savannakhet and Luang Prabang. 
Asian Journal of Business Management, 2(3), 57- 72 
 
Srivastava, R. and Shocker, A.D. (1991), Brand equity: a perspective on its meaning and 
measurement, working paper, Graduate School of Business, University of Texas at Austin, Austin, 
TX.  
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